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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
It is well documented that consumer online reviews greatly influence purchase decisions (Cheng
and Ho 2015). Most online retail websites provide consumers the opportunity to elicit feedback
about products and services through ratings and reviews. Extant research has suggested that
product ratings and reviews may be reflective of consumers’ cultural views. Tsang and
Prendergrast (2009) suggested that Chinese consumers provide higher ratings and demonstrate
lower consistency between their evaluative comments and their final ratings. Little research
exists that discusses this lack of consistency between ratings and reviews beyond that suggested
by Hofstede’s cultural typology. This research shows that although consumers may provide
higher ratings, review texts provide a different perspective: consumers use reviews to provide
negative feedback, however, with some tempering nuances.
According to Hofstede’s cultural typology, collectivistic Chinese culture prefers group harmony,
cooperation and satisfaction (Matveev and Nelson, 2004). Since consumers tend to perceive
themselves to be socially interrelated (Yau 1988), other people’s needs are looked after and their
feelings preserved. Additionally, face has also been referred as an important contributor of
interpersonal harmony. Face refers to a person’s prestige, honored by other people through one’s
success (Bond and Lee, 1981). This act helps create a harmonious social atmosphere to avoid
conflict (Gao et al., 1996). By providing high rating, Chinese consumers may be helping
businesses maintain face in the public realm. A third reason for interpersonal harmony and
positive ratings and some amount of positivity in reviews may be attributed to the fact that
Chinese consumers are accustomed to high-context communication style. Tsang and Pendergrast
(2009) suggested that Chinese consumers do not directly jump to the crucial part of the
communication but do so when all individuals involved in a communication feel at ease.
However, other factors may remain unexplored, and this qualitative research hopes to provide
great depth.

To understand rating and review discrepancies, in-depth interviews were conducted in China
amongst online shoppers. A total of eight interviews were conducted as part of an ongoing larger
study using snowballing technique. The interviews were conducted in natural settings and lasted
from 30 to 90 minutes. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. Participants
were requested to share their online buying frequency and habits as well as their propensity to
provide feedback to online websites regarding product purchases and consumption. Interviews
were analyzed by a modified constant comparison technique (Strauss and Corbin 1990).
Results
Seller incentives: All participants discussed how vendors provide incentives to buyers for a high
rating. For example, discounts may be exchanged for a higher rating. Participants suggested their
savviness by suggesting that vendors tend to care more about ratings and tend not to delve into
the reviews. This creates a space for the consumers to provide their thoughts in the review
section. Participants discussed the need for them to protect themselves from harassing vendors
by providing a higher rating.
Expectation and Tolerance: Participants suggested the boundary conditions that they are willing
to tolerate to help businesses even when products were subpar. Participants found it acceptable
when there were minor issues with products as long as they were of low risk or were low priced.
They were comfortable providing a five star as rating while providing constructive feedback for
improvement for the product.
Sympathy: Participants also reflected on the moral obligation they feel toward the vendor as one
of the reasons they provide a higher rating while providing online reviews. Some suggested the
difficulty vendors face while conducting business in a very competitive market. So, even though
there may be issues with the product, they were comfortable providing a high rating while
suggesting ways to improve while providing reviews. Some highlighted their need to be a “good
person” and support vendors whenever required.
Face as Norm: Some participants confirmed the importance of face as a hallmark of habitual
tolerance amongst Chinese consumers. Specifically, some participants mentioned that they
would provide a five star rating to give face to the vendors. However, participants mentioned that
life was not clear like black or white; rather there were more gray feelings. SO, while vendor’s
face saving was important, participants would not hesitate in slipping their grievances in the
maze of words provided in their review. This was their way of ensuring that other consumers pay
attention to the detailed comments provided in the reviews. Such a viewpoint matches extant
research suggesting high context communication style amongst Chinese consumers.
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